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When I moved to New York in 2013, I was still struggling to figure out what I wanted to 
paint. During my undergrad years at the School of Art institute of Chicago, I was less concerned, 
and only focused on producing paintings. At that time I was excited to explore the physicality of 
the medium. Less hesitation was involved. As soon as I arrived in New York, suddenly my mind 
started to get confused concerning what I really wanted to paint. Confusion came from having to 
digest an overflow of different shows, artists, museums, galleries, and people. It was 
overwhelming. So I stopped painting for a year and only focused on my job as an artist assistant 
for Takashi Murakami. Creating Takashi’s paintings was both a peculiar and satisfying 
experience - peculiar because I had never experienced making another artist’s work, and 
satisfying because the job was similar to building Legos with a manual. It was a good time for 
me to take a break from thinking about my own work. 
 After a year of working for Takashi, I started to want my own work and needed to get 
back on track. I began to feel guilty. It wasn’t because “I cannot live without creating!” It was 
more about a sense of a guilt I felt toward leaving behind the dedication and personal goals I had 
maintained in the past. So I bought a canvas, some brushes, and some acrylic paint, and I jumped 
into a new exploration. It was challenging and stressful because after a year-long break I found 
my hands and creative thoughts quite stiff. But the effort was worth it, and the hardship helped 
me to organize my thoughts. In order to clarify my path, I begin to use certain symbols as part of 
my work. Traditional Korean ceramics, eels and cigarettes were useful to me. From my 
childhood in Seoul to my status as a naturalized citizen of the United States, I have been trying to 
find symbols that represent South Korean and American culture. Eels are often eaten in South 
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Korea and are regarded as a great supplement to help male stamina. My parents often cooked 
eels for me to eat. But it’s not only childhood memories of eating eels that led me to use them as 
a symbol. I was also intrigued by their smooth organic shapes. And when I learned that they emit 
electricity to warn enemies, the animal became more fascinating to me.  Cigarettes were also an 
interesting image for me. As a child, I remember my father smoking Marlboro Lights. Looking at 
the Marlboro logo gave me a strong American association, just like the Coca-Cola logo. The 
smell, shape, size, and smoke looked very sexy. Even though I knew they were damaging my 
father’s health, I could not resist the beauty I saw in them. These symbols became tools to 
compose and organize the surface. But my interest in these symbols didn’t last long.  
After a year at Hunter, I noticed that my interests had become more personal. These 
cultural symbols started to limit the capacity of what kind of painting I really wanted to make. 
Using these representational symbols made me realize that I was avoiding a greater openness in 
my paintings. They felt like a blockage. They were too obvious, too illustrative. I wanted to give 
the viewer a deeper experience only by opening up broader portals. 
After dismissing those symbols I started to focus on the formal opportunities in painting, 
such as visual tension and a diversity of shapes and color. I wanted to start from the basics and 
slowly build my way toward a newly expanded scope of painting. As I focused on formal 
qualities, I began to notice a certain mark that caught my eye. The mark is transparent, with a 
tone similar to that of highlight markers. It’s definite, yet not too bold; solid yet holding my trace 
of movement. It felt and continues to feel good. 
After testing several different strokes, I decided to create a basic structure that could 
serve as a good starting point for my paintings. I used the letters in my name to create the 
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structure, an embodied signature. Letters are literally stacked on top of each other, creating a 
window-like form. 
 This structure helped to stabilize composition and supported the visual tensions. I started 
to gain more confidence. Earlier symbols such as eels and cigarettes were now replaced by 
ambiguous shapes, which were discovered while I was painting.  
Discovering new structures became a crucial component for my painting practice. 
Transparent strokes are now serving in multiple ways, sometimes they are broken down to 
smaller marks or joined together as a bigger shapes.  
While painting recently, I have noticed that it is more important how closely I’m listening 
to what the painting is trying to direct rather than dictating my ideas to the painting. For 
example, when I begin working on new paintings, sketches are never involved. Instead, I start 
with different organic and geometric shapes, ones coming from whatever images that caught my 
eye in previous days. All I need is an interesting shape that can prompt me to start the painting. It 
just evolves from there. 
 Another point that I have noticed about my recent paintings is that they often involve 
circular dots. I have thought about why I am so attracted to the shape. After looking through the 
work, I realized that a lot of my paintings have a creature-like imagery, especially when circles 
are added resembling eyes. I’m hoping that this creates a feeling in viewers that they are being 
looked at in return by the painting. This discovery took me back to childhood memories of 
drawing Gundam figures out of my imagination.  
Ever since I was a child, I don’t remember drawing landscapes or scenes. It was always 
some sort of  imaginative figure, from my head start to finish, a process quite related to what I 




Figure 2 Brian Yihurn Byun, Yihurn Byun in Red, 2018 




Philip Guston, Amy Sillman, and Gary Stephan are the painters that I constantly go back 
to, their focus and dedication to painting have been major influences on my painting practice.  
I have always believed Guston to be one of the most raw painters of the 20th century. In 
his late works, rawness comes from both the content and the physical texture of the surface. His 
choice of objects such as books, shoes and clocks seems arbitrary or insignificant, but they hold a 
strange energy. In Transition from 1975, the composition deploys shoe-like shapes, a clock, and 
a foreground hand gripping a stretcher’s corner. Independent of these images and their 
associations, the painting already works interesting, from a formal view point, and the painterly 
brush strokes in the middle add vibrant 
depth to the painting. Through Guston 
I have learned that when the formal 
elements are well composed, no matter 
what subjects are used, the painting 
will hold an energy that captivates the 
viewer. His distinctive color always 
catches my eye. When he paints pink 
against grey, this  
uncommon combination of colors bursts out oddly satisfying -- simultaneously, fresh, raw, and 
melancholic. Through Guston I have learned the importance of distinctive color formations.   
 
Figure 3 Philip Guston, Transition, 1975 
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 Amy Sillman’s paintings often hit me with boldness. In her work, there is a strangeness 
that comes from multiple adjustments of shape, line, and texture as made by diverse layers of 
paint. Her improvisational way of painting is quite related to my own. 
“I want to expand the question of when something is done. I want to vex the 
ending. I want to mess around with that. I like the idea that if you make a work 
that has no clear ending, then you must play with the ending. Because if you 
don’t, you’re not highlighting the weird, lovely openness of abstraction. All 
accidents and experiments, and discoveries, are what my work is about.” 
(Sillman)1  
 
 I frequently ask myself: “how do I know when a painting is done?” I don’t know how to 
answer that question, but there is just the moment when I know it’s done. Like the quote from 
Sillman above, I tend to stop painting when there are right combinations of openness, ambiguity, 
experimentation and resolution present. 
This means that paintings feel done and 
not done, and I believe this interaction 
invites the audience’s own ideas to flow 
into the work more freely. Whenever I get 
lost in my paintings I tend to look at 
Sillman’s works. Her placement of shapes, 
lines, and texture always arrive at 
interesting compositions. Her intuitively 
constructed paintings help me to refresh 
my mind, and to find the fresh restart. 
                                                        
1  Sillman, Amy. The Playfully Troubled Art of Amy Sillman Matt Mullen. 25 January 2018. 
 
Figure 4 Amy Sillman, Untitled, 2006 
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Gary Stephan’s work is quite different from Guston and Sillman. Stephan’s paintings are 
visually organized, thought through, straightforward, and map like. Formally they are severely 
composed and don’t give the viewer much openness to connect with emotionally. When we take 
a look at Untitled (2008-13) (Fig. 5), four different shapes are placed with straight strokes in the 
background. The resulting shapes start to assemble a black rim making a white square under the 
foregrounded plane, creating an ambiguity between these compartments and the whole they also 
make. This oscillation of readings made me realize that more is not always better. The ability to 
subtract elements until the painting gets close to its core is also effective, and true as well of 
Guston’s process. Stephan’s choice of colors has an interesting balance and is also partially 
relatable to Guston’s palette in generative restriction.  When I had a tutorial with Stephan at 
Hunter, he told me that his paintings contain multiple changes underneath, which connects his 
work with Sillman’s way of painting. Stephan’s diverse yet simple paintings give me time to 
contemplate the next move.     




For the thesis show, I am showing ten paintings and a selection of related collages from 
the last six months. Instead of my paintings being just tools for contemplation, I want each of 
them hold a reflective energy with which the viewer can have a dialogue.  
 When I’m painting, I often ask the painting two questions: “What do you want to be?” 
and “What do you want me to do for you?” And often they actually do give an answer, definitely 
not verbally, but through the traces that I make on the canvas. They start to become an imagined 
map. Even though each choice is my decision, somehow I feel like the painting has created its 
own form. And when the painting is done, it begins to ask me “Who are you?” and “What am I?” 
This ongoing conversation has fascinated me in making these paintings over the last several 
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